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Fetal Tissue Research: Frequently Asked Questions 



T his report provides answers to frequently asked questions concerning the regulation and 
use of fetal tissue in research, including a description of what constitutes fetal tissue 
research, uses of fetal tissue for medical purposes, and how such tissue is acquired, along 
with rules and regulations governing the use and acquisition of fetal tissue. 



What is fetal tissue? 

Fetal tissue is any tissue or organ obtained from a fetus, which is the product of conception (egg 
and sperm) from the end of the eighth week of pregnancy onward. Prior to the ninth week, the 
product of conception is called an embryo. 



What is fetal tissue research? 

Researchers use fetal tissue to produce cell cultures, also called cell lines, which can be 
maintained in a laboratory environment for very long periods of time, in some cases indefinitely. 
Cultured cells mimic many of the properties that they have in a living body, and therefore can be 
used as a model for researchers studying basic biological processes. Research involving fetuses 
and fetal tissue has been conducted in the United States since the 1930s, and the National 
Institutes of Health (NIH) has been supporting research using fetal tissue since the 1950s. 1 N1H 
spent $76 million on human fetal tissue research in FY2014, and will spend an estimated $76 
million in FY2015 and $77 million in FY2016. 2 



What are the uses of fetal tissue in medicine and 
medical research? 

Fetal tissue has been used “to identify and test the efficacy of vaccines and to examine the 
toxicity of drugs used by pregnant women. Vaccines for polio, measles, rubella and Rh disease 
were developed through the use of fetal tissue or cell lines derived from fetal tissue.” 3 Human 
fetal tissue is used to study normal human development in order to gain insight into birth defects 
and other developmental diseases. Fetal tissue has been used in studies of genetic disease in the 
early stages of development, including organ formation. 



1 Patricia Donovan, “Funding Restrictions on Fetal Research: The Implications for Science and Health,” Family 
Planning Perspectives, vol. 22, no. 5 (September/October 1990), pp. 224-231; and, Dorothy E. Vawter and Arthur 
Caplan, “Strange Brew: The Politics and Ethics of Fetal Tissue Transplantation Research in the United States,” Journal 
of Laboratoty Clinical Medicine, vol. 120, no. 1 (July 1992), pp. 30-34. 

2 At http://report.nih.gov/categorical_spending.aspx, putting “human fetal tissue” in the search box reveals the dollar 
amount spent or estimated by NIH for FY201 1- FY2016. Clicking on the dollar amount for FY201 1-FY2014 reveals 
the number of projects as well as details on each research project using human fetal tissue. 

3 Donovan, “Funding Restrictions on Fetal Research,” p. 227. 
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